CHRISTMASTIDJ2   IN   PRAGUE

coveted area that Poland and Hungary could nip in and share it
out between them.

Never was there such a fiasco. My acquaintance X was the
commander of that band. Led across the frontier in the night by a
local guide, he penetrated without difficulty deep into Slovak
territory. It did not occur to him that that was just what the
Czechoslovak troops meant him to do; his knowledge of tactics
seemed to be elementary. The next morning the Czechoslovaks
sent troops and armoured cars, as they did every morning, along
the frontier, to close it. X was in the net. As the grey and chilly
dawn broke, X and his men, bivouacked in a wood on a hilltop,
found they were hungry and cold, and X paid a peasant, whom he
took to be a good Hungarian, 500 crowns for grapes and wine.
The peasant gratefully pocketed the money and went off to tell
the Czechoslovak troops what he had seen. A little later X, peering
out of the trees, saw tanks circling round and round the hill. A
little later he and his 300 men, minus a few who had been caught
by tank bullets when they tried to make a dash for freedom, but
without firing a shot themselves, were in that prison.

Seldom have I seen such aggrieved men, such artless dupes.
They would never have harmed a kitten,, said the gigantic X to
me with eloquent gestures and a charming Hungarian smile.
They had just been told that revolution had already broken out
across the border and that they were to go in and restore order;
the surrender of the area had already been agreed. Then why
did they go in the dead of night, in civilian clothes, with rifles and
bombs, with their pockets full of money?

X charmingly confessed his simplicity. None of these things had
struck him at the time as being sinister. He kill a man? CI am a
journalist like you,5 said X, el am a colleague and a gentleman
and an officer. I would never harm anybody. I was an officer in
the Great War, too, but do you think I would ever have killed a
man? No. Now, do try your best to get us out of here. It is too
bad that we are kept cooped up here and treated as common
felons.'

The Hungarians have the most elegant manners and can turn
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